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The Stars are in His Eyes

By Celebsul

He realised, even when he was a small child, that he would always know more than he wanted to know, see further and deeper than he wished to see, and that he must endure immortality in loneliness and without love. If he would claim any heroism, it was simply that he accepted the bitter life bestowed upon him.

Oh, there had been times when he almost rebelled against his fate, but wisdom - sometimes his own, sometimes that of greater powers - prevailed. Thus the tapestry of the world became right: not perfect, for there could be no such thing, but right. And he beheld his strong thread woven there.

Indeed now that his ancient chin entertained him with a beard; now that the great deeds were completed, freeing him to step aboard one of his ships and sail to where his people awaited; now, he paused, for decades, for centuries. Knowing how it felt to be so long separated from his kin, how could he steer a final ship westward, leaving other exiles abandoned forever?

No, not until the last of the elves stood upon the deck with him, would Círdan set sail and finally see with his own eyes what the Elendil Stone had shown: the Tower of Avallonë upon Eresseä. 

Saltwater stained the shipwright's beard with sorrow. Perhaps he noticed a little courage there too, that he would rather suffer this fate than bequeath it to anyone else. 

~~~

Safe Now

By Deby

June 1415 S.R. 

Thunderheads boiled and bubbled over the ragged peaks of the Misty Mountains slashing the remaining hours from the late June afternoon.  As Elanna walked down the dirt path, she listened to a not-so-distant rolling boom; she did not mind. She loved the heaviness in the air that signaled the approaching storm and the almost metallic smell of rain that might or might not fall. In the vivid imagination of a budding young woman, the lightning became flames spewing from a dragon’s mouth and the thunder was the sound of those flames hitting a wizard’s shield as he held it before him to send fire crashing back the way it came. If the lightning touched ground, the wizard missed. If rain fell, it was the tears of the Valar. A sign of their sorrow for all that was hurt when the wizard failed to stop the dragon’s fire.

Elanna glanced at the elven woman, her mother, walking beside her. It seemed to her an odd circumstance that she could share her fanciful imaginings with her Ranger father, a mortal, yet not with Elena. A loud crack, followed by a rolling boom startled Elanna out of her musings and stopped the girl in her tracks. Not stopping to think, she raised her hands to the sky.

“Young lady, what on Middle-earth are you doing?”

Caught up in the moment, Elanna spoke without caution. “Can you feel it Mother? The air, it’s alive.” She turned in a slow circle. “Such, such . . .” The common tongue was woefully inadequate for what Elanna was trying to express, only the elven word would do. “Such balan.”

“My child, please?”

Elanna’s arms fell to her side and she started walking again. It was Elena’s way not to scold or demand, only to ask. To ask in that sad, yet firm tone the girl recognized. The one she used whenever Elanna show any sign of elven traits or tendencies. Once, Elanna remembered, her behavior had caused Elena to weep and she knew not why. Nor could she ask. The subject of her mother’s family and heritage were forbidden, as was the use of certain elvish terms. 

After fourteen years, Elanna was usually sensitive to her mother’s wishes but the nearby lightning strike caught her off guard. The girl promised herself, again, that someday she would be a Ranger and meet elves who would surely love to hear her stories. Until then she would settle for helping her mother call her father and brother, and the men they were training, in for an early dinner. Mateon said it pointless being outside with a lightning rod in your hands. Her brother, Bob, would later attempt to set her to giggling by telling her one new recruit or another needed a good zapping.

Bob and her father were not the only ones whose company Elanna enjoyed. Her brother’s friends, the Rangers Elros, Anardil, Anoriath and Halbarad had ever been her friends and playmates growing up. Anoriath was a woman and the reason Elanna believed that she, too, could someday wear the Northern Star, a Ranger’s badge of office. 

Her father, brother and his friends were all of Númenórean heritage, yet Halbarad was the only one who did not have the gray eyes of the others. His were a brilliant aquamarine she found fascinating. Halbarad said they were a legacy of an elven princess in his family’s past. His sister, Anoriath, thought it was more likely from the indiscretion of an elven scullery maid. Elanna did not care where they came from. All that mattered was Halbarad was with Bob and Mateon. She started walking a little faster.

The thunderstorm, the men at practice, her joy and contentment in the moment were the last coherent, continuous thoughts she remembered from that day. Everything else came in flashes like the breaking lightning.

She and Elena were halfway to the training arena when the cry came, Elanna was sure it was her father, Mateon’s voice. 

“Orcs! Go back Elena!”

Elanna was positive he shouted more orders, he was the captain and it was his duty, but if he did, they were lost in the deafening sound of the dragon’s flame hitting the wizard’s shield. In the growing gloom, the flash of light blinded the girl.

When she regained her sight and hearing, Elanna and her mother were ten feet from the door to the common room. She saw the expression on Elena’s face and it frightened her more than the loud clump of iron shod feet coming from somewhere behind them. The elf slammed the door open and shoved the stumbling Elanna through.

“Cook!” Elena cried as she took a sword from the wall.

More than her mother’s initial action, the seriousness of the danger they faced was underlined when Elena handed her the sword before taking another. Her mother called out again and still no sound came from the kitchen on the other side of the wall. Where was Cook? 

Walking backwards, her mother in front of her, Elanna swallowed the acid that rose in her throat. Something was pounding against the barred door. She adjusted her grip and wished with all her heart it was her own sword in her hands. A foolish wish, she thought, and then the door burst in two. An orc filled the doorway. 

The final flash of memory was her mother, her beloved, sometimes frustrating, beautiful mother impaled on the blade of the biggest orc she had ever seen. Time stopped as did her heart. Her vision wavered, the room tilted. Elanna thought she would faint until the orc held her mother’s broken body down with its foot in order to remove its weapon. 

Shocked and furious, Elanna charged the beast without thinking. But her fury only carried her so far. The borrowed blade was heavy and clumsy in her hands.  Every time she blocked the orc’s sword, the concussion shook her down to her toes. Her arms began to ache very quickly. She was only a fourteen-year-old girl. Despite her training, Elanna lacked the skill, strength and stamina of the adult rangers she idolized. One more blow and she watched her blade fall eerily, like a leaf floating on the wind. It clanged on the floor and all turned to black.

Her body slamming to the ground brought Elanna back to consciousness even while it robbed her of breath. The dark fought with the light and steel clashed against iron. A glimpse, then her vision faded.

“Shhhh, you’re safe now. It’s gone.” A deep voiced spoke in soothing tones. “I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.” A promise, but from whom and why? Over and over, the words were repeated against a background of heartbroken sobs. “Look at me sweetness, please open your eyes.”

Disoriented, it took a few minutes for Elanna to realize the uneven ground had become a pair of strong, comforting arms that held her close to a battle-hardened chest. A heart galloped in her ear. The sobbing was her own as the tears on her cheeks proved. The familiarity of the male voice finally registered, it was Halbarad. And underneath the reassuring phrases, she could hear a layer of fear, regret and something else.

Her eyelids were made of stone and it took most of what little energy she had left to lift them. The sight of a familiar face rewarded her effort. Lines of worry creased Halbarad’s brow and the aquamarine eyes that she was ever fascinated with were unnaturally bright. 

“There you are. Are you hurt? Did it hurt you?” 

Anger coarsened his voice but Elanna understood it was not meant for her. She shook her head but stopped as black bees buzzed around in her vision. The orc. Elena.

“Nana?”

Halbarad recognized the elvish word for mother, a forbidden word to use in her mother’s presence. A situation that frustrated the girl, she complained on more than one occasion to him and Bob. Now there would never be resolution for the mother or the daughter.

“I am sorry.” 

Tears welled anew in Elanna’s eyes and it broke the ranger’s heart, or so he thought until Elanna spoke again.

“I tried. I-“ her voice hitched as the hideous image replayed in her mind, “tried but I couldn’t.”

Halbarad pressed a finger to her lips. It wasn’t hard to guess what she meant.

“Shhh, it’s not your fault. You did what you could. You fought bravely, to the best of your ability. That is all any of us can do though sometimes, it is not enough.” 


In spite of, or because of her grief and horror, Elanna clung to his words. His sincerity was as real as his unshed tears.  Intensity crept into his gaze that touched her heart and held her in its grip. He knew as she did though there were no words to explain. A thought, a feeling that slipped away before she could touch it and name it. What-

“Hal! Is she?”

And it was gone. Halbarad turned to her brother.

“She’s alive, Bob, and unhurt, for the most part.”

Passed to her brother who clung to her, weeping, she managed a quick, last glance at Halbarad before the light disappeared. Elanna knew she would never forget this moment as long as she lived.

~~~

Son of Rohan

By Sevilodorf, ErinRua and Celebsul

Rohan 

Fall of 3018 TA

His hand tight over his sister's mouth, Dathgard shook his head. 

Don't speak, his eyes pleaded silently. Don't make a sound.  

Her own eyes wide with incoherent fright, Thera struggled to break free. Wrapping his free arm about her, Dathgard wormed deeper under the hay and twisted about to cover her body with his. Beneath him, she writhed futilely against the muscles strengthened by long days spent helping their father cut hay. Finally, she went limp. Hot tears seeped beneath her lashes to brand his arm as Dathgard rested his forehead against hers. 

Had they been followed? Had he been seen pulling her into the barn? Would they notice the broom she had dropped beside the door? Had her muffled protests been heard as he forced her up the ladder? 

Around and around went his thoughts as he fought to control his labored breathing, to focus upon what he might need to do next. 

Pressing his lips against her ear, Dathgard dared whisper, "Don't move."  

He waited until she jerked a nod, then lifted his head to scan the loft. Wincing at the rustling of the hay, he slithered to the edge and grasped the hayfork lying near the top of the ladder. Awkwardly, for he dared not allow the fork to drag, he returned to Thera's side. 

"Modor …" she whimpered, before his hand clamped once more upon her mouth. Her eyes glittered with anger, and she reached up to pull at his hand. 

From the yard, they heard the squawking of frightened hens followed by racing footsteps and raucous laughter.  Fear replaced anger, and then as the voices grew nearer, terror glazed Thera's eyes. 

Pulling her close, Dathgard willed her to silence, but as a strange stench filled the barn and a guttural voice spoke from the doorway, panic overcame her. The sharp odor of ammonia filled the air and heated dampness spread across his legs. 

Every muscle taut and heart sinking, Dathgard listened to the unmistakable sound of someone - or something - sniffing the air. Pushing his sister from him, he turned to face the ladder. Hands tight upon the hayfork he waited.

Waited as the creature below searched, then began to ascend the ladder. 

Grimly, Dathgard determined that the price for the slaughter of his family would be the life of the creature stalking them. 

As the hideous face appeared, he lunged with all the strength his eleven-year-old body possessed. The hay tines sank half their length into the creature's corded throat, dark blood spouting to splash hotly upon his face. The orc gurgled a ghastly cry, yellow eyes blazing hatred, its clawed hands clutching towards him. Dathgard yelled when its sudden weight pushed the hayfork's handle back against him - but black blood kept sheeting down the orc's thick neck and the weight abruptly shifted away from him. The orc's claws dragged splinters as the ghastly visage sank - then dropped from view. The orc's sudden plunge nearly yanked Dathgard over the edge, fork and all, but he sprawled belly-down with the hayfork somehow still in hand, and there held his breath.

His pulse beat so heavily he could scarcely hear a thing, not his sister's ragged breathing behind him, or the guttural voices of the orcs somewhere outside. But he knew they were there. Just as he knew his father lay hewn down amidst the barley, and that his mother lay beside him with her life's blood christening the small, still body of his brother. The end had come at last to their homely holding near the Entwash, and no one would be left to sing of their deaths.

Dathgard clutched the hayfork's handle and stuffed his other fist against his mouth, fighting for the shreds of his courage. Yet no new shape appeared in the doorway below, and at last, he caught his breath and carefully backed away. Thera waited where he had left her, thin arms locked around her knees, her eyes fixed and staring with horror. Yet she made not a sound, and with one hand he awkwardly rubbed her back, as Mother had often soothed their baby brother. 

The sudden tilt of his sister's head alerted him to a new noise, distant and faint. Again the sonance stroked the air, louder and nearer. The third time, Dathgard felt hope flutter within him, then take wing and soar when the horn's ringing note sped towards them, bright as the spears of the Riders of Rohan. Outside in the yard, orc voices hissed with dismay. The racket of iron boots on hard-baked earth receded; predators became prey. Hoof beats thundered in from the road, and steel clashed; men shouted, but not from fear. As Dathgard stood listening, Thera turned to wrap her arms around his legs.

Brother and sister inched towards the edge of the loft. The clamor of fighting became mute, distant. Yet hoofs still thumped in the yard. A man appeared at the open doorway of the barn, his sword and armor bloody. He stared at the orc laid dead at the foot of the ladder, then his eyes rose to see the children, to see Dathgard with a bloody pitchfork in his hand.

"You can come down now," the man said, his voice gentle, and he removed a plumed helm as he walked towards the ladder.

Urging Thera to descend first, Dathgard followed her down. The Rider lifted the girl into his arms before she reached the bottom. Other men were standing in the doorway, watching when Dathgard stepped onto the floor and turned.

A mailed glove clapped him on the shoulder. "Is this your work?" Blue eyes looked down at the skewered orc.

Dathgard nodded.

"He stuck the horrid thing," Thera announced, clinging to the tall man's mail-clad shoulders. "He saved me!"

"Aye, he did," the man agreed. "What's your name, lad?"

"Dathgard." The boy gulped a quick breath, feeling tremors begin to course through his veins. He clenched his hands and repeated, "My name is Dathgard."

The Rider gave a small, kind smile and looked to the lass in his arms. "And who is this?"

"She's Thera. My sister." Dathgard tried fiercely to will the trembling away, but it only seemed to grow.  "She's all I could - ."

And no more words would come. He felt someone take the hayfork from his hands, but he dared not look up. Instead, he kept his eyes on Thera's dangling shoes: so small against the Rider's strong body, but not as small as his baby brother's, not -.

"Modor," whimpered Thera.

"Aye, where is Modor?" asked the Rider gently.

Dathgard looked up, unspeaking, and saw understanding shadow the man's eyes.

"I want Modor!" Thera cried. "I want Modor! Maaaaaa!"

Her wails soared to a crescendo of sobbing, as fright and grief and humiliation at having wet herself like a babe finally took their toll. Her skinny legs flailed and her little fists beat the Rider's broad chest, and Dathgard desperately wished he might do the same. If only Father would walk in that door, he could run to the shelter of his strong embrace and cry until the world drowned in his tears.


But the tall men filtering through the open barn door wore helms and mail, and carried swords, and Father would never come again. Dathgard gazed at them, saw the grim compassion in their faces, and saw their silent strength, as well. Beside him, the Rider held Thera and tried to shush her sobs, but to little avail.  She wanted Mother, and Mother lay dead among the barley, never to hold her children again.

"I'll take her, sir." Dathgard scarcely knew where he found the words, but once spoken, the thought firmed in his mind. "I'll take care of her: she's my responsibility now."

At the sound of his voice, Thera's sobs lessened, and the Rider looked down, studying the boy. Then he lowered Thera to the ground, where she twisted and latched onto Dathgard with rib-crushing force. Dathgard simply wrapped his arms around her and clumsily brushed down the tangles in her hair.

"Aye," said Rider quietly, "and a good job you'll do of it too."

Dathgard felt the man's hand settle on his head, resting there then stroking briefly as Father had sometimes done. Then the men's footsteps crunched away, leaving the children together in the barn, while they returned to the grim work still outside.

For a time Dathgard and Thera stood together, arms wrapped about each other. Over Thera's shoulder, he could see the orc that he killed and the rectangle of brightness beyond the open barn door. Once he and his sister passed through that door, nothing would ever be the same. When they walked outside, they would leave more than death here. Yet as Thera's tears lessened, as his own thoughts cleared, something inside him solidified.

From here, he left childhood behind. Now it fell to him to walk where Father once walked. Now he must be strong and brave, and protect what little family he had left. As Father had died trying to do.

Carefully he untangled his sister's clinging arms, and took her grubby hand. "Come on," he whispered. "We have to go, now."

When they stepped out into the yard, the Riders were returning to their horses, while the heaped bodies of the orcs already smoldered and began to burn in the gully behind the house. Dathgard froze in his tracks at the sight of two other, blanket shrouded forms laid by the doorstep, with one small bundle alongside.

"We will bury them," a deep voice said, and Dathgard looked up to the Rider who had found him. The man again wore his plumed helm, and his pale eyes shone keenly beneath the polished steel. "And we will build a mound for you to remember them by."

"That is not how I will remember them." Dathgard tightened his grasp on his sister's hand, and looked up. "I will remember how we lived, the happy things. And I will remember the things Modor and Fæder taught us."

"Then you are a worthy son to your father," the Rider said quietly, his gauntleted hand pressing Dathgard's shoulder. "Come. You and your sister shall be guests of my house, until your kin come to claim you. One day, if you wish it, you may take up the hauberk and spear."

"I will wish it." Dathgard lifted stinging eyes to the familiar, lost hills of home. "I want to keep my sister safe. I want to keep us all safe."

"So do I, lad. So do I."

And thence they rode from that place of death, with no song on their lips nor voice of cheer. But though Dathgard would grieve long, he would remember the lessons of his father and mother, and grow into the enduring strength of the Rohirrim.

~The End~
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